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Report to the Task Force on the Vocational 
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Board 
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ORIGIN: 


ANALYSIS: 


RECOMMENDED: 


At the October Health and Social Services Committee 
staff were requested to prepare a report for 
Committee's endorsation. 


The staff report focuses on the Department's provision 
of services to joint clients. The recommendations in 
the report are made with the aim of improving the 
relations between the department and WCB in the areas 
of access to claimant information, assignment of WCB 
claims, VRS program information and program benefits. 


The report does not address its comments from the 
Region's perspective as a Business that has had 
involvement with Injured Workers. 


That the staff report on the Workers’ Compensation 


Board be forwarded to the Task Force on Vocational 
Rehabilitation Services of WCB. 
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Toronto, Ontario. 
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416/963°3702 


September 2, 1986 
Dear Sir or Madam: i ae 
Kini Oo t is 


May 14, 1986, the creation of the Ontario Task Force 
on the Vocational Rehabilitation Services of the 
Workers' Compensation Board. €: 


In creating the Task Force, the Minister cited the 
continuing call "by Injured Workers, Legislators and 
Rehabilitation Professionals for extensive 
improvements to the Vocational Rehabilitation 
Services fopd the Workers' Compensation Board." 


In order to review the WCB's Vocational 
Rehabilitation Services and hear the various 
perspectives from individuals, businesses, unions, 
institutions, and professionals in the field, the 


Task Force will be receiving submissions and holding 


Public Hearings throughout Ontario this Fall. 
Enclosed you will find the Task Force's mandate, 
composition, and Public Hearing schedule and format. 


As a Business, you have had considerable involvement 

with Injured Workers and have a concern with 
vocational rehabilitation services. We feel that you 
should consider a submission, because of your 

experience. It is very important that the Task Force 
receive the views and ideas from as many interested 
sectors as possible, and this is your opportunity to 

have input into the review of the WCB's Vocational 
Rehabilitation Services. S 


~ 
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Therefore, we would be very appreciative if you would 
take the time to prepare a submission and make a 
presentation to the Task Force at one of the Public 
Hearings. A letter of “intent to present" from you 
would be most helpful. 


If we can further assist you in preparing your 
submission, or if we can provide you with any further 
information, please do not hesitate to call 

Lawson Oates, our Executive Assistant, who will be 
co-ordinating the Task Forces' Public Hearings. 


Sincerely, 


On behalf of the Task Force 


Co-Chair 
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That the Hamilton Workers' Compensation Board Office establish a "liaison" 
with the Department of Social Services to facilitate access to claimant 
information in the case of persons who are pending WCB benefits; appealing 
decisions of the WCB, or, persons receiving pension benefits. 


That "Assignment" of WCB claims be of an "open-ended" nature to reduce 
the time involved in assignment authorization, and, to thereby provide a 
more efficient service to the mutual client. 


That the WCB Vocational Rehabilitation Service appoint a representative 
to schedule a "professional development training seminar" to provide 
comprehensive information on all aspects of VRS to Department of Social 
Services staff. . 


That all WCB claimants be fully assisted by the Board for all individual or 
family needs, whether or not these needs are directly related to the 
debilitating injury. 


That the WCB undertake a review of benefit commutation to ensure that 
commuted cases do not fall to the administrative responsibility of other 
organizations. 


REPORT TO THE TASK FORCE ON THE VOCATIONAL REHABILITATION 
SERVICES OF THE WORKERS' COMPENSATION BOARD e 


I. INTRODUCTION 


The Regional Municipality of Hamilton-Wentworth, Department of Social Services, 
is responsible for administering the General Welfare Assistance Act within the 
Hamilton-Wentworth Region. Our services are provided to disparite social groups, 
however, these groups share at least one singular characteristic: a condition 
of indigency. Some persons require very short term public assistance; others 

are more chronically unemployed and others require assistance en route to longer- 
term forms of public assistance such as disability pensions administered through 


the Ministry of Community and Social Services. 


The Department of Social Services encounters three types of Workers' Compensation 
Board claimants: (a) Those persons who are "pending" WCB benefits - claims are 

in the process of being established, or claims are under appeal, and the client 
requests social assistance until the claim is finalized; (b) Those persons who 
receive permanent partial disability pensions and seek financial assistance on € 
an "ongoing" basis - a difference between the WCB benefits and what a GWA budget 
would be in the absence of any other income source; and (c) Those persons who have 
"exhausted" their WCB benefits. In the first category, the "appeal" process may 

be very lengthy and require that the Department play a long-term role where a 
return to some form of employment is not an immediate possibility. In the 

latter two categories, similarly, the Department may be involved on an Ongoing 
basis. 


The total number of persons who applied for General Welfare Assistance between 
September 1, 1985 - September 1, 1986 was 19,355; the number of applicants who 
applied for assistance "pending" WCB benefits, or due to exhausting benefits 

was 609, or 3.2 percent of all persons. The Department, therefore, has a regular 
contact with the WCB claimants and plays an important role in the income 
maintenance area. It is for this reason that the Department of Social Services 
feels that the current work of the Task Force on the Vocational Rehabilitation 
Services of the Workers' Compensation Board is both, important, in the wider 
context of responding to the needs of the client population as identified by & 
the Minister of Labour, the Honourable William Wyre, in announcing the establish- 
ment of the Task Force, and, important from the viewpoint of giving an opportunity 
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to an organization such as ours to review its working relationship with the 
Board and to table recommendations for improving the administrative "interface" 


between our respective Organizations. 


The "raison d'etre" of the Task Force is to recommend improvements in the 
Vocational Rehabilitation Services, - an area which more directly concerns 

the Region as an “employer", rather than as a related government service 

which encounters WCB clientele on a day-to-day basis. This report, however, 
addresses the administrative relationship of the Department of Social Services, 
as a provider of social assistance to mutual clients. 


The mandate of the Task Force, in part, is to make recommendations respecting: 


"nroviding for a comprehensive rehabilitation service 
to workers through the integration of vocational 
rehabilitation, claims and medical services" 


and 


"other vocational rehabilitation issues that the Task 
Force considers important". 


This report deals with the above identified areas of the Task Force's mandate 
and the recommendations contained in this document are aimed, firstly, at 
obtaining a better working relationship between the Department and the Board, 
secondly, at increasing the knowledge of Department staff in the specific 

area of Vocational Rehabilitation Services, and thirdly, at promoting the 
highest possible quality of service for our mutual clients who rely, in 

large measure, on the organizational "bridges" agencies such as ours build 

to assist them in periods of urgent need in the most efficient manner possible. 
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We present our report under the following headings: 
II. ACCESS TO CLAIMANT INFORMATION 


Poor cummunication between the Hamilton Workers' Compensation Board staff and 
the Department is a longstanding problem for Department case workers who 
request initial claim status information from the Board. More often than 

is not the case, Department requests for claimant information are not 
responded to in a timely manner, or, not responded to at all by Board staff 
who often require additional "prodding" by the case worker. 


Given the time frame in which Department case workers operate - the often 
urgent need of the client for financial assistance, particularly in winter 
months when fuel and hydro considerations are paramount - the case worker 
depends upon a quick response to claimant status information requests in order 
to better assist the mutual client. 


Case workers point out, in particular, that in respect to already established 
"nension" cases (i.e., claimants receiving a permanent partial disability), 
the Board will not release claim status information. This places the onus 

on the client to obtain the required claim information, usually in written 
form, to properly assess client eligibility. The client's need for quick 
action by our Department is rendered secondary to this information gap. 


The establishment of a WCB "liaison" at the Hamilton WCB office geared to 
responding to specific claim status requests by the Department would greatly 
alleviate information access problems. 


TIT. WCB CLAIM "ASSIGNMENTS" 


WCB "Assignments" of pending claims or appeal cases require a cumbersome process 
whereby the client must attend the Department to authorize the Assignment form 
for each issuance of GWA. In the case of a claimant with a lengthy appeal 

(it is not uncommon for an appeal to take up to three years to adjudicate) the 
procedure can be both time consuming and frustrating for the client. An "open 
ended" WCB Assignment, similar to that used in Canada Pension Plan cases, would 
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facilitate this process. The sheer numbers of WCB claimants who apply for 
GWA, (a monthly average of 50), make such an approach more practical from a 
case worker point of view. 


IV. VOCATIONAL REHABILITATION SERVICES - PROGRAM INFORMATION 


There is very little known at the field level about the specifics of the 
Vocational Rehabilitation Services: How does VRS select clients for its 
rehabilitation services? Relatedly, do permanent partial disability WCB 
claimants receiving GWA qualify for these services? This is an important 
aspect of the WCB's activities, yet, there is almost no information at the 
Department level on the mechanics of VRS. 


An exchange of information, between the WCB and the Department on the range 
and extent of Vocational Rehabilitation Services would enhance the general 
knowledge of these services and perhaps lend itself to a better level of 
services to GWA clients who often look to the case worker to provide a wide 
range of information on community resources. 


One suggestion here is for a WCB(VRS) representative to schedule a work day 
to visit the Department to provide information on VRS as part of a "professional 
development training" which is a regular feature of Department staff development. 


V~ “WCB BENEFITS 


The Department does receive applications from WCB claimants, who do not qualify 
for ongoing General Welfare Assistance, for items of special assistance 

through the Department's "Special Income" section. These items include drug 
cards, dental cards, prescription glasses, prosthetics, etc., which are not 
injury related needs, and, therefore, not directly compensable by the WCB. 


Such requests are subject to a "means test" which may or may not render the 
requested assistance; the Department factors in the actual cost of the item 
sought into the GWA budget to help the individual/family qualify for Special 
Income category assistance. 
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The Social Services Department recommends, that all WCB claimants should be fully e 
assisted by the WCB for all individual/family needs. The debilitating injury, 

being the basis of the individual's public dependency, the WCB should offer 
comprehensive after injury services which meet the overall needs of the client, 
whether or not these needs are directly linked to the accident injury, or, a 
function of the ongoing individual/family requirements for good health. 


VI. "COMMUTATION" OF WCB BENEFITS 


| It is our understanding that the Workers' Compensation Board will, under certain 
circumstances, provide a "lump sum" payment of projected benefits to a claimant 

who specifically requests, in writing, a "commutation" of her/his benefits. 

These cases involve individuals who may benefit from, for example, paying off 

debts while not jeopardizing the person's ability to meet continuing financial 
obligations; investment in a new business or expansion or improvement of an 

existing business for the purpose of a self-autonomy initiative; the purchase 

of a motor vehicle for commuting to work; to immigrate, and, for similar bona 

fide purposes. Commutation is not a "normal" practice, however, a service € 
available to WCB clients who meet strict criteria set out by the WCB. 


Problems arise at the Department level, when such "commutation" cases have failed 
at their initiative and must resort to GWA to subsist. The Department has 
treated these persons as cases of "squandered assets" and GWA is issued to the 
client; there is no alternative as the client is in need. 


Concern has been expressed in cases of claimants who receive commutation monies 
as a form of "venture capital" who fail. While the Department has no precise 
Statistics on the numbers of such cases who do eventually apply for social 
assistance, the appearance of such clients on GWA is a cause for concern. 
Should the WCB be responsible to "pick up the pieces" in cases of failure? 
Moreover, should the commutation exclude the claimant from ongoing eligibility 
for special needs items from the WCB which may subsequently be sought from the 
Department? 


Importantly, there is also an issue of one government agency effectively providing @ 
"up front" benefits to clients and thereby removing these persons from its 


administrative responsibility, only to have these clients apply for GWA as 
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persons "without any source of income" through another government agency. More 
specifically, should the Department treat these persons as cases of pro-rated 
income and calculate an appropriate deduction against their GWA budget? 


Commutation of WCB benefits should include a provision for a resumption of benefits 

in cases of persons who fail to achieve self-employment goals. Otherwise, the 

financial responsibility for such clients is involuntarily appropriated by other 

human services agencies: the problems of WCB claimants are ‘shared’ with other 
Organizations whose primary function is not to deal with persons who have (or 

~ have had) access to alternate sources of meeting their continuing financial oblig- 

ations. 


A review of this particular aspect of the commutation scheme by the WCB Task Force 
may obtain a better 'balance' between encouraging self-autonomy initiatives and 
situating the primary locus of ongoing responsibility for WCB clients within the 
Workers' Compensation Board. We would like to re-emphasize that the Department 
does not have a precise 'fix' on the actual numbers of commutation failure cases 
as a total of all GWA applicants who have exhausted their WCB benefits. Such an 
information base would be invaluable in this context, however, obtaining this data 
requires a research dimension beyond the scope of this report. The incidence of 
such cases suggests that a review of WCB benefit commutation, along the lines 
already discussed, may be an important component in an overall review of the 
Vocational Rehabilitation Services. 


VII. SUMMARY 


This report has reviewed a number of operational areas in the working relation- 
ship between the Hamilton Workers! Compensation Board and the Hamilton-Wentworth 
Department of Social Services. The recommendations contained herein are offered 
with the objective of improving inter-organization relations in the areas of 
"access to claimant information"; "assignment" of WCB claims by the Department; 
"VRS program information" and program "benefits". 


It seems that many government agencies are presently in the process of 


organizational introspection; the social assistance system is also involved in 
a review of its services and delivery modes. Such reviews are healthy and can 
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only lead to improvement in existing services for those persons who depend upon. 
the services of organizations such as the WCB and the various Regional 
Municipalities which administer Ontario's system of social assistance. We 
would like to express our support for the WCB Task Force and our thanks for 
having had an opportunity to contribute to its deliberations. The Department — 
would be pleased to meet with the Task Force or with representatives of the - @ 
Workers' Compensation Board to review the substantive issues raised in this 


report. 


at 
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